employee satisfaction and productivity. The authors concluded that in health care settings, therapy dogs provide companionship and assist in socialization of withdrawn and severely ill patients. However, a systematic review of randomized trials found the majority of studies reviewed showed at least one positive outcome, but it may not have been of primary importance. 5 They stated that "dog-assisted activities had some positive effects on health, wellbeing, depression and quality of life for patients with severe cognitive disorders and positive effects on stress and mood." 5 Low levels of physical activity are major risk factor for the increasing levels of chronic disease in the Asia Pacific region. 6 A pet dog can be an important motivation for increasing human activity as they demand their daily exercise walk.
Our canine friends are usually just that-"friends"-but anyone who has worked in the emergency department of a hospital has seen lacerations and even the occasionally death from dogs. Some countries now ban certain aggressive and powerful species of dog as a public health measure.
Dogs can also pose a risk to human populations through the transmission of infectious disease (bacterial, viral, and parasitic), and the European Union has funded an important study on risks from companion animals. 7 Across the Atlantic, the US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention has developed a resource related to diseases transmitted from pets to humans. 8 In the age of rapid international travel for humans and their pets, animal-borne diseases can rapidly spread if quarantine services are neglected.
Rabies is an acute, highly lethal encephalomyelitis caused by viruses in the genus Lyssavirus that until recent years was almost universally fatal. Dog-maintained rabies lyssavirus occurs globally, although it is most common in lower and middle-income countries. 9 A conservative estimate is 55 000 deaths annually worldwide, with 31 000 in Asia. However, it is likely that this is an underestimate with perhaps 100 000 deaths just in India. 9, 10 Rabies is transmitted by bites from infected animals, the classic "mad dog," and is preventable by vaccination. If diagnosed early, it is also treatable. The advent of direct fluorescent antibody testing of animals that have bitten humans allows for early, lifesaving treatment. 8 Vaccines are expensive and not generally used for population programs, but are available for prophylaxis in high-risk groups and treatment.
A vivid portrayal of a rabid dog and the panic caused in a small community is given by Harper Lee in one of the great classics of American literature, To Kill a Mockingbird, a novel about simmering racial tensions in the Deep South and the triumph of good over evil. The hero of the novel, Atticus, as well as being a compassionate lawyer adds to his status by shooting the rabid dog. There have been far more words written about the symbolism of the rabid dog in this novel, than the length of the novel itself. For the public health workers in Asia, rabid dogs pose a risk, mainly in rural areas. This risk is increased in the aftermath of disasters when abandoned and stray dogs may pose health problems to rescue workers unaware of this additional hazard.
Sheltered and stray dogs, exposed to zoonotic parasites, including protozoa, helminths, and arthropods, may represent a major threat to public health. Worldwide dogs continue to represent an important reservoir for zoonotic parasites, and in situations of conflict, refugee crises, and impoverished ghettos stray dogs abound. 11 Echinococcus (hydatid disease) is caused by the larvae of dog and fox tapeworms (cestodes) of the genus Echinococcus. 12 Humans usually acquire the disease from infected dogs (the definitive host) and it forms cysts, most commonly in the liver. Hydatid disease that is untreated eventually has a 90% mortality. Dogs acquire the infection by eating animal offal. Transmission can be stopped by ensuring that farm dogs only eat offal and meat that has been cooked, a very effective public health measure in Australia, but not as widely practiced in other Asian countries. Vaccines and pharmacological control are also available. 13 As a result of climate change and increasing dog numbers, hydatid disease is thought to be spreading in the region. 14 Dogs can be both friend and foe, but for most of us they remain a human's best friend.
